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Exactly nine years ago, I stood here to preach on the third Sunday after Epiphany.  Since the lectionary runs in three-year cycles, I also was preaching then from Jonah 3 and Mark 1.  As I first began to ponder this scripture nine years ago, the theme that grabbed hold of me and would not let me go, was this:  No matter where God leads us, we can be certain that God is already there, going ahead of us.  A few days before I was to preach, I learned that I had breast cancer and would have surgery on the following Monday.
 
Before I learned that I had breast cancer, I had dreamed that I was needy and decided to look for God.  When I found God, she was a very large Black mama, and she took me in her arms and rocked me.  This image comforted me many times throughout the diagnosis and recovery.  Certainly, God was going before me, preparing me for what was to come.  
 
And so it was with Jonah in our Old Testament text, and with the fishermen in the account in the first chapter of Mark.  
 
This week, as I pondered these texts about the calling of Jonah and the fishermen, I picked up my copy of C. S. Lewis’ The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe.  On the inside cover, these words regarding Lucy, Edmund, Peter and Susan caught my attention:  “Narnia (is) the land beyond the wardrobe door, a secret place frozen in eternal winter…a magical country waiting to be set free….When they meet the great lion, Aslan, they realize they’ve been called to a great adventure and bravely join the battle to free Narnia from the Witch’s sinister spell.”
 
Called to a great adventure!  Lucy, Edmund, Peter and Susan certainly were called to a great adventure.  So were the fishermen Simon and Andrew, James and John, as well as Jonah.  And so, my friends, are you and I.
 
It may be difficult to think in terms of a great adventure on a Monday morning when we crawl out of bed to face the tasks of the week, or when we’re scrambling to balance the multitude of responsibilities before us, or when we’re responding to an angry or unreasonable friend or family member, or when we’re facing a scary medical diagnosis or an unrelenting siege of depression.
 
Somehow, by God’s grace, in the face of what probably seemed entirely irrational and unwise, the fishermen sensed that they were being called to a great adventure.  Life certainly was not easy for these fishermen, ye, incredibly, they are described as dropping everything and following.  Quite a contrast to Jonah who resisted budging from his current path!  Dare we follow the lead of the fishermen?
 
How do we respond to the call to be a part of God’s great adventure? “Cautiously” is likely the best that most of us can muster in response to this question.  We’re educated.  We have responsibilities.  We’ll weigh all the options and check out all the possible consequences.  Will Willimon observes that once we go through this process, “Jesus has already moved on to another town.  He may not come this way again and we missed him.  But at least we have not behaved impulsively, made decisions out of our passions rather than from our reason.  Back to the nets.  Education, sophistication does that to people.”  Pulpit Resource, January 26, 1997, p. 16.
 
The call from God comes in many ways.  Sometimes it’s a gentle nudging, a hunch about what God’s calling us to do or who God is calling us to be.  Sometimes it’s a bit more obvious, and the opportunity lands with a thud in front of us on the pathway or dazzles us with the prospect of exciting ministry opportunities.  Often, I’d say, the call comes through another one of the pilgrims on the journey with us—a word spoken, feedback given.  That’s why it’s important for us to know each other, to spend time with each other, to trust each other.
 
Like Jonah, instead, I’m afraid most of us fritter away much of our time and talents, missing opportunities for great joy as we dance gingerly and carefully on the edges of the great adventure, daring only occasionally to cut loose and join with abandon the great dance.  What you are grasping, refusing to release in order to join the great adventure?
 
Many of us are grasping our own plans for our lives.  We’ve worked it all out in our mind—how our day or year or life should evolve, and it seems inconvenient, or even unwise, to follow God’s leading.  God’s interruptions are a bother!
 
As individuals, some of us, like Jonah, cling to old hurts and grudges.  We may be annoyed that God is willing to give people a second chance.  Or we may think that people with whom we disagree, or those who are different from us, don’t deserve God’s mercy and grace.  Maybe it’s that one we thought was a friend, or maybe it’s the former spouse, or the child or sibling who has hurt us deeply.  For Jonah, God’s mercy was a spoiler.  It ruined his plans.  It seems that he was looking forward to the destruction of Ninevah!
 
We cling to our own plans, to hurts and grudges….
 
And some of us cling to perceived safety and security.  We’re more comfortable sticking with the known, the familiar.  We could say that we’re caught “on the border between being safe and being alive.”  (Marcia Bailey, “Border Crossings:  Churches Living Boldly into the Future,” Congregations, Winter 2006, 18-21)   Our need to play it safe prohibits our responding with abandon to God’s call.  In order to join the great adventure we must let go of our need for safety and security and trust in the God who calls us and who always goes before us.
 
We can apply this image of living “on the border between being safe and being alive” to the church as well as to our personal lives.  “Are we taking risks and experiencing joy as we live daringly into the future or are we circling the wagons, holding the fort, protecting ourselves with all that is reassuring, comforting, and safe?”  (Bailey, p. 19)  It’s a question we must keep on asking ourselves.  Certainly, Watts Street has taken many risks.  I don’t see us as circling the wagons.  May it always be so!
 
When we listen and respond to God’s call, we shed nothing but our fears and anxieties.  For God calls us to be none other than who we are.  God calls us to a freedom we can barely imagine.  It’s not a giving in to our fate, but an embracing of life at its fullest.  Listening and responding to God is saying YES! to the great adventure of letting the love of God flourish in us, and flow through us.  “Follow me,” Jesus told them, “and you’ll soon be gathering broken, lost folks and restoring them to wholeness and life abundant.”   “Follow me and join the battle to free my children from the sinister spell of hatred or despair.”
 
Responding in faith is, indeed, an adventure.  And sometimes a scary one at that!  In all of this, maybe it would be helpful for us to remember two truths:  1. One comes to my ears and heart again and again in the words of a hymn:  “There’s a wideness in God’s mercy like the wideness of the sea.”  God forgives again and again.  God withholds judgment and showers us with grace.  If we could ever fully comprehend God’s mercy, the great adventure would be grander than we could ever imagine.  And, 2. All God asks is that we be who God created us to be.  This morning, the radio program Sing for Joy, concluded with the spiritual, “This Little Light of Mine, I’m Gonna Let It Shine.”  That’s all God asks us to do.  
 
Conclusion 
Back to The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe - Lucy, Edmund, Peter and Susan find themselves in the strange wilderness of Narnia.  A talking beaver welcomes them into his home and explains that the land is in the clutches of an evil sorceress.  Hope, however, is blossoming:  the true King, Aslan, is returning.  When Mr. Beaver explains that Aslan is a lion, Susan asks:  “Is he…quite safe?  I shall feel rather nervous about meeting a lion.”
 
“That you will, dearie, no mistake,” said Mr. Beaver.  “If there’s anyone who can appear before Aslan without their knees knocking, they’re either braver than most or just plain silly.”
 
“Then he isn’t safe?” said Lucy.
 
“Safe?” said Mr. Beaver.  “Who said anything about safe?  Course he isn’t safe.  But he’s good.”  [Lewis, The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe, (NY:  Collier, 1970), pp. 25-26.]
 
The one who calls us to the great adventure is good.  God has made certain that we have what we need to live life to the fullest.  Will we trust this God who is good?  Will we dare to let go of our comfortable places and follow God into the storms raging around us?  Tough question.  We answer it with our lives.
 
May God never give up on calling us to this great adventure, and may we have the courage to listen, and to answer “YES.”
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